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ABSTRACT 
 
The Wild West theme park is a piece of Americana that experienced great 
popularity in the mid-twentieth century.  Their legacies survive through photographs, 
maps, and first-hand accounts posted online, but only a fraction were documented.  As 
they merge two important parts of history, Wild West theme parks deserve an elemental 
examination, as well as contemplation on their preservation.  This thesis examines Wild 
West theme parks by delving into their two basic elements, the American West obsession 
and the history of theme parks, and by studying three cases: Frontier Town, Frontier 
Village, and Ghost Town. 
The Western obsession began with the American settlement when letters were 
published and, soon after, writers and artists rode the terrain documenting the West.  
Movies perpetuated the myth of the West, and television continued the tradition.  The 
Western obsession climaxed in the 1950s and ’60s with constant exposure to the genre, 
but declined with space travel and video games in the 1970s and ’80s.   
Theme parks are rooted in fairs, pleasure gardens, and world’s fairs.  Theme parks 
started in America when settlers established picnic grounds, which became immensely 
popular when they were created at the end of trolley lines.  The amusement park as we 
know it today was established with Coney Island and popularized by Disney, who created 
a cleaner and safer park.  The industry changed when conglomerates began purchasing 
parks.   
With the height of the Western obsession and a renewed popularity of theme 
parks in the 1950s and ’60s, the creation of Wild West theme parks was a natural 
convergence of the two elements.  The parks suffered in the 1970s when the West was no 
longer a fascination and the amusement park industry changed.  Examination of three 
parks finds the demise of Wild West theme parks was due to changes in those two 
elements, as well as circumstances that caused regular theme parks to fail, such as urban 
decay, increased land values, and limitations on upgrades.  However, two questions 
linger:  could Wild West theme parks have survived and how? and should the remaining 
parks be preserved, and if yes, how? 
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admitting servicemen free of charge, and by enlarging the parking lot.  The park also 
offered plenty of free shows.  Standards of conduct were strictly maintained at the park, 
as men were still required to wear ties, and girls over the age of fifteen were not allowed 
to wear shorts.1
The park began to suffer in the early 1950s when the state enforced antigambling 
laws.  This meant the removal of Olympic Park’s pinball machines and other games of 
chance, which accounted for about forty-percent of the park’s revenues.  Also, television 
threatened Olympic Park’s importance as a source of entertainment.  Guenther attempted 
to join the television craze in 1952 by installing several large screen TVs throughout the 
park that ran all day and night, but it proved unpopular as visitors could see the same 
thing from the comfort of their homes.  Guenther removed the TVs in 1953.2   
The park saw many changes in the mid-1950s.  The civil rights movement led to 
the inclusion of blacks at the park, the Guenther family had to keep up-to-date with social 
mores and loosen up on the dress and conduct codes, and the family became more lax on 
their upkeep of the park.  Still, a new breed of suburban teenagers, proud possessors of 
cars, found more exciting things to do than visit amusement parks.3
Olympic Park, which was now considered an urban amusement park instead of a 
trolley park on the outskirts of town, saw its final days in May of 1965 when 
approximately five-hundred Newark youths rioted in the park, tearing up amusement 
equipment and stealing prizes and merchandise.  They continued their vandalizing 
rampage outside the gates and into neighboring residential areas.  These urban gangs 
frequented the park for the rest of the season, scaring off other Olympic Park patrons.  At 
                                                
1 Ibid. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
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the same time, development was slowly swallowing the land around the park and making 
property values too high to resist selling.  Finally, the Guenthers sold the land to 
developers.4
 Riverview Park in Chicago, Illinois was first opened by the Schmidt family in 
1904 as a German Sharpshooter Park.  In 1906, the owners commissioned the 
construction of a merry-go-round to entertain the wives and children of the men who 
were shooting.  Soon after, George Schmidt returned from his travels abroad in a frenzy 
of enthusiasm over the amusement parks he had visited.  He immediately expanded the 
amusement area, and by the 1920s the park was known as “the world’s largest 
amusement park,” served by four city streetcar lines.  Riverview had as many as eleven 
roller coasters at one time.  Other rides flanked the massive coasters, which provided 
thrills for every type of visitor.   
 Riverview remained popular until the 1960s.  At that time, the urban park fell 
victim to racial and gang conflicts that often led to vandalism and robbery.  Gang 
members who frequented the place regularly smashed penny arcade machines to collect 
the change, stole prizes and merchandise, and tore up rides and concessions just for 
entertainment.  These events kept other Chicagoans away, and ticket sales plummeted.  
At the same time, new development around the park made Riverview prime real estate.  
In October of 1967, Riverview was sold to developers for $6.5 million.5
 Many other parks suffered similar fates.  In 1850, Cincinnati’s Coney Island 
began as a picnic area known as Parker’s Grove on the banks of the Ohio River.  As New 
York’s Coney Island gained notoriety, Parker’s Grove opened as an amusement park in 
                                                
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid., 71-73. 
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1886.  The Coney Island of the West remained successful because of its location on the 
river, which provided easy accessibility for large numbers of people, while the constant 
flooding caused owners to frequently rebuild, and rebuild better.  However, the flooding 
also caused the demise of the park.  The river location gave little room for expansion, and 
the threat of floods finally became too much of a risk.  The park closed in 1971. 
Palisades Park in Fort Lee, New Jersey was located on the Hudson River across 
from midtown Manhattan.  It began as a trolley park and had a similar history to that of 
New York’s Coney Island, but it didn’t have the beach and it retained its modest size.  Its 
cleanliness and close proximity to Manhattan kept visitors coming back.  However, by 
the 1960s, property values were so high that the park could not afford to keep running in 
its location.  It closed in 1971 and was torn down for high-rise apartments.6
On the other hand, Kennywood in McKeesport, Pennsylvania is one of the few 
American amusement parks that survived the trials of the mid-twentieth century and still 
exists today.  In 1898, the Monongahela Street Railway Company leased from the Kenny 
family a picnic grove located twelve miles from Pittsburgh.  The land had been a popular 
picnic location since the 1860s, but the railway company wanted to transform it into a 
trolley park.  They designed the park, now calling it Kennywood, with well-constructed 
buildings, a man-made lake, walking bridges, a dance pavilion, merry-go-round, casino, 
all surrounded by lush, well-manicured landscaping.  The trolley ride to the park even 
proved to be an exciting element of the whole experience, as riders traveled by day 
through steel mill areas along cliffs overlooking the Monongahela River Valley and 
witnessed the industrial lights of the mills on their return rides in the evening.  Since the 
                                                
6 Gary Kyriazi, The Great American Amusement Parks: A Pictorial History (Seacaucus, NJ:  Citadel Press, 
1976), 108-117. 
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street railway paid a flat fee for all electricity used, the company covered Kennywood in 
thousands of incandescent bulbs.  During the first couple of years of the twentieth 
century, a band shell was constructed as well as Kennywood’s first roller coaster.  Soon 
after, rowboats, tennis courts, a dining hall, a shooting gallery, Ferris wheel, bowling 
alley, and a toboggan ride were added to the list of amusements.7   
 As changes came to the street-railway companies, many of them merged or 
changed hands.  Many of these new owners didn’t want to be in the amusement business 
and were ready to rid themselves of the parks.  In 1906, Kennywood was leased to 
Andrew McSwigan, Frederick Henninger, and A. F. Meghan, who brought in exciting 
amusement rides, but continued to keep the unsavory Coney Island reputation at bay.  
They made sure that their original picnicking clientele still had an idyllic place to relax, 
and they kept the park clean and enforced a dress and conduct code.  In the 1920s, during 
the heyday of roller coasters, Kennywood constructed many large coasters.  They 
continued to maintain the coasters, as well as build new ones, and eventually the park 
became known as the “Roller Coaster Capital of the World.”8
 During the Great Depression, Kennywood remained relatively stable.  Though 
business dropped by sixty-three percent, upkeep, maintenance, and entertainment 
continued, which kept the loyal visitors coming back.  In 1947, a “kiddieland” was added 
in response to the baby boom.  In the 1950s, the television and automobile challenged the 
importance of Kennywood as a source of amusement.   In response, the park ran 
advertisements on every station and programmed appearances at the park by TV’s most 
popular stars.  At the same time, the popularity of the automobile coincided with the 
                                                
7 Judith Adams, The American Amusement Park Industry:  A History of Technology and Thrills (Boston:  
Twayne Publishers, 1991), 73-78. 
8 Ibid. 
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elimination of the railway line from Pittsburgh to Kennywood in 1958.  The parking lot 
was expanded and the boulevard leading to the park widened, which accommodated 
automobile travelers.  Kennywood was located far enough outside Pittsburgh that after 
cars became the only way to access the park, inner-city gangs had no means to get to the 
park, which allowed Kennywood to maintain the peaceful, clean, and safe family 
atmosphere that so many urban parks were losing.9
 Generations of the Henninger family continued to manage the park.  They added 
new thrill rides and coasters, and even ran a cruise service in the 1960s from Pittsburgh to 
Kennywood by way of the Monongahela River.  During the 1970s and ’80s, Kennywood 
expanded greatly with the construction of new thrill rides that utilized popular themes of 
the time, such as space travel.10
 Kennywood has remained successful due to two things:  its location and a 
dedicated management that keeps the park maintained and readily invests money back 
into the park, ensuring that it adapts to changing tastes. It is far enough from Pittsburgh 
that gang activity has not been a problem, but close enough to draw a large attendance.  
Also, its suburban location allowed for parking lot expansion as needed, alone with 
plenty of land on which to build large rides while maintaining the serene picnic areas.  
Also, the park was far enough out that it was never threatened by urban development 
expansion.11
 Another successful park is Cedar Point in Sandusky, Ohio, which began as a 
summer resort in 1870 when Louis Zistel, a German immigrant cabinetmaker, opened a 
beer garden, dance floor, and bathhouse.  It was not located near a city like most parks 
                                                
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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were at the time, but instead sat sixty miles west of Cleveland and sixty miles east of 
Toledo, and within a day’s distance by railroad or steamship of Detroit, Akron, and 
Pittsburgh.  In 1897, George Boeckling bought the resort and immediately began 
transforming Cedar Point into a high-class resort, but with all the thrills and chaos of 
Coney Island.  He built the beautiful and sophisticated Hotel Breakers with six-hundred 
rooms and a grand lobby that contained chandeliers and stained-glass windows designed 
by the Louis C. Tiffany studios.  Located beside the Hotel Breakers was the raucous 
amusement park and midway that contained freak shows, vaudeville acts, lavish lights, 
and bizarre architecture and ornamentation.  The park even featured public spectacles of 
aviation by Glenn “The Birdman” Curtiss, whose 1910 flight from Euclid Beach Park in 
Cleveland to Cedar Point (a distance of sixty-four miles) beat the existing distance record 
by forty miles.  Amidst all of the craziness of the park, there were also restful areas with 
shady trees, soothing fountains, sculptures, and performances by opera singers and other 
refined artists.12   
 Visitors traveled to the park by steamship and railroad, and eventually by 
automobile in 1914 when Boeckling built a concrete highway to the park.  In 1918, Cedar 
Point got its very first scenic railway, which was the same thing as a tame roller coaster.  
Cedar Point’s profits continued to climb steadily on into the 1920s, and in 1929 the park 
opened a new roller coaster that was built for speed.  However, the 1930s began a time of 
decline for Cedar Point.  Boeckling died in 1931, just as the Great Depression took hold.  
Boeckling’s family took over the park, but was unwilling to invest in the park’s 
maintenance and upkeep as he had.  Attendance dropped as paint began to peel, weeds 
sprouted throughout the park, trash mounted, and rides became inoperable.  The Hotel 
                                                
12 Ibid., 78-83. 
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Breakers became outdated as new motels offered air conditioning, private bathrooms, and 
television to guests.  Furthermore, rumors of a polio epidemic in the early 1950s kept 
visitors away.  However, Cedar Point’s location far from any city meant that it faced 
neither inner-city violence nor development pressures.13
 In the early ’50s, George Roose, an attorney and investment banker from Toledo, 
Ohio, picked Cedar Point as the perfect location for an exclusive residential marina 
development.  The Ohio State Legislature shot down his plans by ordering that the area 
remain a public recreation resort.  Roose, along with business partner Emile Legros, went 
ahead and purchased the resort and in 1957 announced plans to not only preserve the park 
but to develop it into the “Disneyland of the Midwest.”  Roose brought in Marco 
Engineering, whose president was the former general manager of Disneyland, to map out 
a five-year plan for Cedar Point.  Roose and Legros followed many of Disneyland’s basic 
rules: maintain extreme cleanliness, offer family appeal, employ clean-cut workers, offer 
helpful guest services, and invest in widespread advertising.  Roose and Legros continued 
to invest in the park every year, but were careful to preserve the existing fabric and the 
nostalgic feel.  Cedar Point prospered more and more every year with new roller coasters, 
restaurants, shops, and a Frontier Trail theme area that opened in 1971.  Even as new 
leader Robert Munger, Jr. took over in 1975, the tradition continued with annual 
reinvestment and up-keep, and as a result Cedar Point remained steadily on the top-ten 
list of most attended theme parks in the country.  The tasteless freak shows and chaos are 
gone, but modern amusement rides merge with traditional elements to create a thrilling 
yet nostalgic experience for visitors.14
                                                
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
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Today, periodic fairs, pleasure gardens, and world’s fairs are remnants of the past.  
As America continues to become less and less of a rural society, the necessity for fairs 
diminishes.  My hometown of Memphis, Tennessee, for example, cannot seem to keep its 
fair viable.  The Mid-South Fair, which began in 1855, has been looking for a new 
permanent home since 2008 after failing to renew its lease with the Memphis fairgrounds, 
but due to money losses, politics, the decline of the areas surrounding the fairgrounds, 
and a general lack of interest, it seems as though it probably will not be around much 
longer.  On the same note, the Michigan State Fair, one of the oldest in the country, ran 
its final season in 2009 after operating at a loss for several seasons.  Pleasure gardens 
today do not exist in the same form as they once did.  At their height, pleasure gardens 
existed as peaceful, intricately planned acreages of landscaping that included elements of 
entertainment, such as concerts, zoos, fireworks, and dances.  They were places that 
visitors should see and be seen, and the gardens’ high-class reputations were known 
worldwide.  Pleasure gardens “invented the idea of simulated travel, initiating the great 
touristic dialect of appearance and reality.”15  Their decline was in part due to the spread 
of the railway and other modes of transportation, which made actual exotic travel more 
feasible.  Through the years, the gardens either closed down or added rides to keep 
visitors returning, and today do not exist in their purest form.  There are gardens to visit 
for the sake of the landscaping, but they don’t include the high-society reputation or the 
exciting daily orchestral or fireworks performances.  Others, such as Prater or Tivoli 
Gardens, include gardens and performances, but exist more as amusement parks today 
with large rides to attract visitors.  World’s fairs continue today, but not with the same 
popularity they once had.  The last American fair to occur was in 1984 in New Orleans, 
                                                
15 Sorkin, 210. 
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Louisiana, which was so unsuccessful that the fair went bankrupt and eventually led to 
the United States’ withdrawal of its membership to the Bureau International des 
Expositions, which governs over the bi- or tri- annual event.  Elsewhere in the world, 
populations still attend the fairs with vigor, but the planners aren’t without their share of 
challenges.  To compete with today’s technologies and constant distractions, organizers 
must come up with creative ways to bring the crowds.  Where the fairs once provided a 
“must-see” international platform to learn different cultures, share technological 
advances, and discuss plans for the future, now the internet provides instant access to 
such information.  Innovative thrill rides at world’s fairs can no longer compete with 
those already existing in permanent amusement parks.  Instead, fairs seek relevance 
through themes like ecology and energy.16
                                                
16 Daniel Michaels, “The U.S. Can’t Host a World Expo, and Fans Say That’s No Fair,” Wall Street 
Journal (February 19, 2009), http://online.wsj.com/article/SB123499805562316993.html (accessed 
February 24, 2013). 
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CHAPTER 3 
Frontier Town, North Hudson, New York 
  
 Walking the silent, overgrown streets of what used to be Frontier Town conjures 
haunting images of days gone by.  Sounds of laughing children, pop guns, and western 
music can almost be heard echoing through the sixty-year-old trees, but one look at the 
decrepit buildings serves as a reminder that those sounds are long gone.  At one time, the 
enterprise that was Frontier Town, located in North Hudson, New York, was home to 
cowboys and Indians, stagecoach rides, and shootouts.  Billboards advertising the western 
town dotted Route 9 and Interstate-87 for miles, bringing travelers from northeast to 
spend a day in the wild, Wild West.  The Frontier Town airstrip enabled travelers from all 
over the entire north and eastern seaboard to travel even longer distances to visit.  
Frontier Town’s hotel and large cafeteria, as well as the motels and restaurants built by 
locals who wanted to capitalize on the tourist attraction, accommodated guests for 
extended periods of time.  Today, Frontier Town is hidden away in the overgrown forest, 
only found by those who know what to look for or by unsuspecting hikers on one of the 
trails that unexpectedly meanders right through the middle of Frontier Town’s Main 
Street.  The cafeteria, gas station, air strip, restaurant/gift shop, and hotel still stand in 
plain sight along Route 9 and I-87, however anyone oblivious to the area’s past would 
never guess that these buildings were once part of the Frontier Town complex.  Once 
inside the theme park, it is easy to imagine what it must have been like.  Everything is 
untouched except by time, which inevitably has aged the little town.  The Main Street 
buildings, sagging and dreary, are slowly falling to pieces.  A forest of saplings has taken 
over the rodeo ring.  Cowboy boots and horseshoes litter the grounds throughout.  Bright 
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green moss covers the damp, shaded log-constructed buildings in Pioneer Village, 
creating more of a fairyland atmosphere than a western one. 
Figure 1.  Frontier Town, Prairie Junction, May 2011 
Figure 2.  Frontier Town, Prairie Junction, 1957 
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North Hudson, New York is a small town located within the Adirondack Park, 
halfway between Lake George and Lake Placid, and eight miles from Schroon Lake.  
Today, the town consists of 183 square miles and, as of 2010, has a population of 276.  It 
was settled in 1800 and established in 1848.  Due to the rugged landscape, North Hudson 
was settled much later than other villages in the county.  After it was settled, however, it 
grew quite rapidly.  By 1811, North Hudson had its own gristmill and, around the same 
time, a major stage route17 was built through town, which connected Albany to Canada.  
During the mid-nineteenth century, New York produced more lumber than any other 
state, and most of that lumber came from the Adirondack area, which became known as 
the “Lumber Capital of the World.”18  Because of the presence of hemlock trees and 
water power from the Schroon River, early industry in North Hudson was also based in 
tanning.  Hemlock bark was the preferred material in the Northeast’s tanning process due 
to the abundance of hemlock trees in the region and the high tannin content in the bark.  
Thus, the welfare of North Hudson settlers depended on the timber and tanning 
industries.  Lumberjacks, both local and traveling, found it convenient to use the stage 
route to carry wood north and south, and North Hudson became a primary resting point 
along the way, creating a need for hotels and taverns.  Locals opened up their homes as 
boarding houses, and entrepreneurs looking to take advantage of the situation built 
accommodations for the travelers. 
Shortly after the Civil War, the tanning industry in North Hudson started to 
decline due to the high cost of traveling and the invention of the chemical tanning 
process, which made hemlocks unnecessary.  It was at this time that North Hudson’s 
                                                
17 This stage coach route appears to have been the foundation for what became Route 9. 
18 “New Book Focuses on Adirondack’s Lumber Industry,” North Country Gazette, April 3, 2009. 
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industry moved toward the production of wood pulp, which still allowed the community 
to take advantage of the bountiful trees.  Around the same time, the lumber industry in 
the area began to decline as an awareness of the negative effects of unsupervised and 
irresponsible logging began to bring about regulations on the lumber trade and ultimately 
led to the creation of the Adirondack Park in 1892 and a State Constitutional covenant in 
1895, which kept the park “forever wild.”19  Then, the 1913 tariff reductions on Canadian 
pulpwood led to the collapse of the wood pulp industry, causing the Adirondack lumber 
industry to virtually cease.  Because of the loss of the lumber industry, combined with the 
remote location and the lack of arable land (caused by deforestation), North Hudson’s 
population began to decrease.  By the end of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth 
century, the area increasingly depended on the tourist trade connected to the Adirondack 
Park.  As a result, the hotels and taverns that once catered to lumberjacks and traveling 
industrial men were used by tourists and vacationers.  Tourism became important in the 
Adirondack region because Americans began to explore the hidden wonders of the deep, 
dark woods.  Prior to the nineteenth century, the wilderness was viewed as a terrifying 
place.  Though the Adirondacks were used as hunting grounds, they were not explored by 
many others due to the forbidding reputation.  However, the writings of Thoreau, 
Emerson, and James Fenimore Cooper in the early to mid-nineteenth century helped 
change the image of the woods into a more positive one.  In 1869, William H. H. Murray 
published a book called Adventures in the Wilderness; Or Camp-Life in the Adirondacks, 
which forever changed the fate of the Adirondacks.  Tourists began visiting the area in 
increasing numbers, and entrepreneurs began building hotels, developing stage coach 
                                                
19 New York State Adirondack Park Agency Website, http://apa.ny.gov/about_park/history.htm (accessed 
October 3, 2011). 
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lines, and connecting railroads to the region.  By 1875, there were more than two-
hundred hotels in the Adirondacks.  At the same time, the Northeast’s most wealthy 
began building luxurious camps in the area.  Two vacation spots, Underwood and Elk 
Lake, were founded near North Hudson at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
North Hudson had the good fortune of being located on New York’s Route 9.  
The set of roads that would become Route 9 were given an unsigned legislative route 
designation in 1908, and became a signed route in 1924.  From its inception, Route 9 was 
the main thoroughfare from Canada to Albany and on into New York City.  Following 
the broad acceptance of the automobile in the 1920s, more and more people viewed cars 
as a means of entertainment, or at least a way to more easily travel to sources of 
entertainment, with numbers of drivers increasing from approximately 5 cars for every 
1,000 Americans in 1910, to about 87 cars for every 1,000 Americans in 1920, to about 
217 cars for every 1,000 Americans in 1930.20  It was during this time that Route 9 
became a popular thoroughfare for many city dwellers from New York who wanted to 
take advantage of their increased mobility by heading to the Adirondacks for recreation 
and relaxation, or to Canada to take advantage of the country’s alcohol leniency during 
Prohibition.   Motels, restaurants, and campgrounds popped up along the popular route to 
meet the needs of travelers.  The Adirondack region continued to be a popular tourist 
attraction through the twentieth century, and local entrepreneurs took advantage of the 
large numbers of visitors that frequented the area by starting up their own tourist 
attractions.  In the 1940s and ’50s, a new form of recreation became popular in the 
Adirondack region in the guise of themed amusement parks.  These new parks didn’t 
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feature large, daring rides, but instead focused on a congruent theme throughout the park.  
The area became home to such places as the North Pole in Wilmington, NY, Old 
McDonald’s Farm in Lake Placid, NY, the Land of Makebelieve in Upper Jay, NY, and 
Gaslight Village, Ghosttown, and Magic Forest in Lake George, NY.  It is believed, in 
fact, that the theme park may have originated in the Adirondack area.  As part of the 
chain of small theme parks and roadside attractions that drew visitors to the area, three 
popular tourist destinations were located in North Hudson on Route 9:  Serpentarium, a 
drag-racing strip, and Frontier Town.21
Frontier Town was the creation of Arthur Bensen, who was born in 1913 and 
raised in New York City.  As a young man, Bensen started a camera light company, 
which became economically self-sufficient.  With the freedom his efficient business 
provided him, Bensen was a telephone installer on the side for twenty-one years before 
he decided to leave his job in 1951, sell the assets of the camera light company (which 
left him with $40,000), and follow his dreams of opening a theme park.22    
After many months of searching, Arthur Bensen decided that an old farm property 
in North Hudson, New York would best fit his needs:  the property contained one mile of 
frontage on the Schroon River with the Adirondack Mountains as a backdrop, and the 
property required no earth shaping before construction.  In July of 1951, Bensen 
purchased the one-hundred-acre Wathsock Farm for $1,800 and immediately set to work.  
At the time, North Hudson had a voting population of one-hundred, and it was only three 
years earlier in 1948 that the town had received connection to a power line.23  Because of 
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22 Arthur L. Bensen, The Story of a New York City Tenderfoot and His Adirondack Mountain Adventure
(North Hudson, NY:  Frontier Town Productions, 1979), 6. 
23 Ibid., 20. 
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the relative isolation, locals were eager for jobs.  Bensen hired all of the local help he 
possibly could, including lumberjacks who helped with the log construction of the 
pioneer town.  Bensen and his crew cut the necessary trees down with double-bladed 
axes, constructed the cabins by hand, and on July 4, 1952, Frontier Town opened to the 
public.  Though he was unable to advertise his new park due to a lack of funding, 40,000 
visitors came to Frontier Town in the first season.24  At this point, Frontier Town 
consisted only of Pioneer Village, an encirclement of twelve log buildings with uses that 
would have been present in a western village:  school, church, stage line depot, and many 
others.  These original log buildings still stand sturdy today. 
  
Figure 3.  Frontier Town, Log Chapel, May 2011          Figure 4.  Frontier Town, Log Chapel, Date Unknown 
                                                
24 Ibid., 55. 
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Figure 5.  Frontier Town, Pioneer Village, May 2011 
Figure 6.  Frontier Town, Pioneer Village, Date Unknown 
After the first season, Bensen wanted to spend the time and money to advertise 
Frontier Town as much as possible.  He sought the help of an advertising firm in New 
York City, but after realizing it would cost him $40,000 a year for their help, he decided 
to take it on himself.  He made ads that were printed in New York City newspapers, as 
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well as papers in Albany, Utica, Syracuse, Rochester, Buffalo, Montreal, and Ottawa.25  
For the next couple of seasons, large newspapers printed four-page stories on Frontier 
Town, including color photos, which was not common practice at the time.  During 
Frontier Town’s 1953 season, over 100,000 people visited the park.  Also, according to 
Bensen, during the 1953 season a camera crew from Walt Disney Productions visited 
Frontier Town.  Bensen, under the belief that Disney was simply going to use footage of 
Frontier Town in a new movie, gave the crew free reign of the grounds.  However, two 
years later Bensen realized that they had filmed Frontier Town for inspiration in the 
development of Frontier Land in Disney’s new theme park Disneyland,26 which opened 
in Anaheim, California in 1955. 
Figure 7.  Frontier Town Train, Date Unknown 
Due to the popularity of Frontier Town, expansions were necessary in order to 
accommodate and entertain all of the visitors.  Because of the visitors’ apparent love for 
                                                
25 Ibid., 56-57. 
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cowboys, at the end of the 1953 season Bensen built the first cowboy section, Prairie 
Junction, and then needed to expand it further the following season.  After the 1955  
Figure 8.  Frontier Town, Prairie Junction, May 2011
Figure 9.  Frontier Town, Prairie Junction, Date Unknown 
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season, Bensen built a railroad that took visitors from the parking lot through the park on 
a locomotive that he bought from a collector in Long Island.  In 1956, Bensen built a 
rodeo in Frontier Town and brought in real cowboys and rodeo stars from all over the 
country to perform stunts.27  When Interstate-87, also known as the Northway, was 
constructed in the 1960s, Bensen took advantage of the situation and changed the 
entrance of the park to be closer to the Northway exit rather than on Route 9.  Near the 
exit, he constructed a gas station and an A-frame building that housed a restaurant and 
gift shop.  Bensen also continued to purchase stagecoaches and, as of 1979, Frontier 
Town ran the largest fleet of stagecoaches in existence.  After the next couple of seasons, 
Bensen built an air strip, which became quite a popular landing strip for visitors to the 
area.  Bensen learned to fly planes, which helped him in numerous ways.  He was able 
not only to get places quickly and to advertise in the summer with flying banners, but 
also to take aerial photographs of Frontier Town to use in his advertisements.  Bensen 
was also called upon numerous times by the State Conservation Department to search for 
lost hikers, hunters, and campers.28
Ever since Bensen purchased the property, he had heard stories of a village that 
once existed on the land, particularly from his elderly next-door neighbor Frank Palmer 
who was born in and had never left his home.  The only evidence of this village was the 
old bloomery forge that sat decaying on the property and one of the old company houses, 
in which Mr. Palmer lived.  After researching and consulting historians, he discovered 
that the bloomery forge, which was the earliest method used in the iron and steel industry 
(predating the bloomery furnace), had been part of Roth’s Forge Village that was located 
                                                
27 Ibid., 61. 
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on the very land that Frontier Town sat.  Roth’s Forge was opened in 1857 for the 
purpose of supplying wrought iron to the Union were there to be a war, which was 
already on the horizon.  When the Civil War did occur, the forge supplied iron to the 
Union Warship “Monitor.”  In its heyday, the village consisted of the forge, charcoal  
Figure 10.  Frontier Town, Covered Bridge, Frontiers of Industry, May 2011 
Figure 11.  Frontier Town, Covered Bridge, Frontiers of Industry, Date Unknown
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kilns, the ore separator, a blacksmith shop, a saw mill, grist mill, company houses, a 
boarding house, a general store, and a wheelwright shop.  It closed in 1883.  After 
learning this history, Bensen wanted to recreate the village.  He restored the old bloomery 
forge and, in the 1970s, expanded the park to include the Frontiers of Industry section.  
He brought in a historic covered bridge, an 1870s saw mill, an ice house, and a water- 
powered eighteenth-century grist mill.  When the Frontiers of Industry section opened, 
Bensen operated the machines as they would have been operated in their day, even 
producing iron in the old bloomery forge.  At the time, historian Earl J. Heydinger of the 
National Historic Site Hopewell Village in Pennsylvania, who had spent years 
researching bloomery forges and furnaces, stated that the “Roth’s Forge is the only 
operating bloomery forge on the North American continent, nor are there any non-
operating bloomery forges in existence that I am aware of.”29
As mentioned earlier, Bensen was adamant about hiring locals to work in trades 
they had practiced before they retired.  Many of the employees were true mountain 
people, skilled in cutting pulp wood for paper mills or logs for sawmills.  Bensen not only 
utilized their skills in the upkeep of Frontier Town, but he also created spaces in the park 
where his employees could display their skills.  This included skills such as spinning, 
weaving, pottery making, glass blowing, making maple syrup, and even ice harvesting.30  
Bensen also hired Native American Swift Eagle to teach visitors authentic Native 
American dances.  He hired people of all ages, everyone from high-school kids to ‘old-
timers’ as Bensen called them.  At its zenith, Frontier Town had over three-hundred 
                                                
29 Ibid., 119, 113-122. 
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employees.  Many of them were housed in the old Provancha Hotel on Route 9, which 
had been closed for years but reopened just to house the employees.
Figure 12.  Frontier Town, Map of Frontier Town, Date Unknown 
 When Frontier Town finally came to its full fruition in the late 1970s, there were 
six areas of entertainment within the park:  Prairie Junction, Fort Custer, Pioneer Village, 
Indian Village, Roth’s Forge Village (or Frontiers of Industry), and the Rodeo Arena.  
Visitors entered the park from the parking lot on a train that dropped them off at a train 
station in Prairie Junction.  Prairie Junction was a recreation of an old western downtown, 
complete with plank sidewalks and swinging doors.  Prairie Junction contained the Last 
Chance Saloon where guests could get refreshments, the barber shop where visiting 
children could get a “shave,” the Frontier Town Jail which included a jail cell window 
perfect for photo opportunities, a dance hall, a saddle shop, a silversmith, a Wells Fargo, 
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the Gazette office, and a handful of other shops authentic to Wild West times.  There was 
even a water tower.  Within Prairie Junction was Carousel Park, which contained a 
petting zoo, gazebo, the entrance for the trail ride, and various horse-powered rides 
perfect for younger children. 
Figure 13.  Frontier Town, Jail Cell Window Photo-Op, May 2011 
Figure 14.  Frontier Town, Jail Cell Window Photo-Op, 1985 
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 Moving on from Prairie Junction, visitors could climb the hill to Fort Custer 
where reenactments were performed and stories were told of what days were like inside a 
fort.  Since the fort was located on a hill, it had fantastic views of Frontier Town. 
Heading down the hill from Fort Custer, visitors next arrived at Pioneer Village.  
Within Pioneer Village were various log-constructed buildings including the blockhouse, 
church, schoolhouse, country store, the stage-line depot, a refreshment stand, and a 
handful of other buildings.  In the center of Pioneer Village was the pillory, where guests 
could pose for pictures, and a pond that contained a wooden dunking apparatus where the 
Wild West “bad guys” were punished during reenactments. 
Figure 15.  Frontier Town, In front of Fort Custer, 1979 
 Next to Pioneer Village was the Indian Village, which included teepees, an 
archery area, a bear pen, a buffalo pen, a canoe ride, and a gold mine where visitors could 
pan for gold.  Swift Eagle and his tribe performed of Native American dances, showcased 
their archery skills, and told stories of their people. 
 From Indian Village, visitors could travel on to Roth’s Forge Village, also known 
as Frontiers of Industry.  Within this area was a Texas Longhorn pen, a covered bridge, 
an ice house, an 1870s saw mill, an eighteenth-century water-powered grist mill, a 
tannery, and a restored bloomery forge.  All of these were in operating condition, and 
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Bensen used this opportunity to show that people once survived not only in western areas 
of the country but also in the Adirondacks by using these machines.  Local people were 
hired to operate the mills. 
 From Roth’s Forge Village, guests moved on to the Rodeo Arena where they were 
entertained by nationally renowned rodeo stars and performers.  Bull riding, rodeo tricks, 
and even contests for visiting children were part of the rodeo itinerary.   
Figure 16.  Itinerary of Events at Frontier Town, post 1972, Exact Date Unknown 
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Throughout the day in Frontier Town, there were shootouts, robberies, and the 
swearing-in of children as deputies for the day.  Every visitor was given a schedule of 
events for the day, such as the one pictured below.  Also, money was not used within the 
park, so visitors were given a wrist tag on which purchases were tallied and paid at the 
end of the visit. 
Outside the park, Bensen updated the old farmhouse to serve as his home during 
the summers and built an A-frame cafeteria and gift shop, a restaurant, a motel, a gas 
station, an air strip, and a stage where country singers would perform (including Johnny 
Cash in 1983). 
By the early 1980s, Arthur Bensen’s health was failing and he was ready to retire 
(he subsequently died in 1988).  In 1983, Frontier Town was purchased from Bensen 
before it was sold to a Long Island bank a year later.  The bank ran it for two years, but 
this proved to be disastrous as the park closed temporarily in 1985 and was put on the 
market for $1.6 million.31  At the time of the park’s closing, North Hudson’s population 
was 179.  The park itself created more than 300 jobs, as well as a need for motels, 
campgrounds, and restaurants, which allowed local entrepreneurs to open such facilities.  
When the park closed, those 300 jobs ceased to exist, as well as the need for the motels, 
campgrounds, and restaurants, which caused a domino effect in North Hudson’s job 
market.  The county also lost a huge tax source. Eighteen employees kept the A-frame 
cafeteria and gas station open as a rest stop, but the Frontier Town motel and the gift shop 
continued to sit empty.  Local officials promoted the sale of the park using a county 
economic development agency.  They even traveled as far as Tennessee for promotional 
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purposes and started a letter campaign to such amusement parks as Disney World, Busch 
Gardens, and Dollywood in hopes that someone in the amusement park industry would be 
interested in the park.32  
In August of 1988, Frontier Town’s 8,033 acre plot of land was purchased by 
Panther Mountain Water Park, Inc. of Rivervale, New Jersey for $1.3 million.  Panther 
Mountain paid a $100,000 deposit, but the contract was also contingent on whether or not 
the company could secure an $800,000 mortgage commitment by December 1 of that 
year.  Kenneth Delafrange, President of Panther Mountain, planned to open the park by 
the 1988-89 ski season and to keep it open year-round if financing went according to 
plan.  It did not, however, and he ended up opening it in May of 1989 as a summer 
attraction.33
Panther Mountain, Inc. had not originally planned to purchase Frontier Town.  In 
1986, the company was founded with the purpose of owning and operating amusement 
parks.  In January of 1988, the company successfully completed a public stock offering 
that raised $1 million.  The company’s original plan was to construct a visitor’s center 
with a twelve-lane bowling alley, restaurant, and water slides on Panther Mountain in 
Chestertown, New York.  However, the company cancelled its plans when it ran into 
tough resistance from the Adirondack Park Agency about developing the fourteen acres 
of land within the park.  At this time, Panther Mountain Inc. discovered the defunct 
Frontier Town and decided to put its efforts into reviving the already existing amusement 
park.34  
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By 1991, two years after Panther Mountain purchased Frontier Town, it seems the 
park was already struggling.  The Albany Times Union reported in September of that year 
that Panther Mountain was only $70,000 into a $100,000 private stock offering to raise 
capital to continue operations at Frontier Town.  Delafrange and marketing director Frank 
McGovern had to cut their $50,000 salaries to $26,000 each due to the weak financial 
condition of the company.35  Also during the 1991 season, Panther Mountain tried a 
revenue-raising experiment for Frontier Town.  During the park’s 39-year history, it 
always closed around Labor Day.  However, Delafrange and McGovern wanted to keep it 
open during the weekends in September and possibly into October.  According to 
McGovern, ten weeks was not enough time to generate the revenue needed to keep 
Frontier Town open, so they hoped that by staying open longer, more visitors would 
come.  An increase in revenue would allow them to exist independently through the 
winter until they reopened in the summer instead of having to borrow money.  The 
company also hoped that the Adirondack Park Centennial in 1992 would boost 
business.36  The Essex County Department of Tourism (ECDT) took the unusual 
initiative of splitting the cost of advertising the park’s extended season.  This action was 
done not only to make amends for a flyer they incorrectly printed that said the park would 
close on September 2nd, but also since the park was the county’s main tourist attraction, 
and the ECDT cared very much about seeing its continued success.37  For the first time in 
ten years, Panther Mountain reported in its 1991-92 annual report a profit of $66,044 and 
revenues of $1.3 million; however, this was only due to the fact the Panther Mountain 
sold land and equipment to McDonald’s Corporation for $470,442 to open a restaurant in 
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the old A-frame building.  Attendance continued to decline through the 1990s, dropping 
from about 52,000 visitors in 1992 to 28,303 in 1995, according to the company's last 
annual report in 1995.38
In December of 1995, Frontier Town’s situation continued to worsen.  Delafrange 
reported in the Albany Times Union that Panther Mountain lost $336,167 on revenues of 
$1.16 million.  The losses were slightly higher and the revenues were slightly lower than 
the year before.  Delafrange claimed that park attendance was down due to a summer of 
extreme heat, a poor exchange rate with the Canadian dollar, and a decrease in the state’s 
“I Love New York” campaign.  Delafrange said they were trying to diversify to make up 
for lost revenue with the park’s short season.  He also emphasized that the park 
underwent extensive renovations in hopes of attracting more visitors.  The company was 
even trying to cut costs by shutting down the motel and restaurant during the off-season, 
as well as decreasing the gas station hours.  Until the company could turn a profit though, 
they would have to continue borrowing money or seeking investors.39   
By January 1996, Panther Mountain had accumulated $5.1 million in debt; 
liabilities were $2.4 million greater than assets.40  In April of that year, Panther 
Mountain’s debts had led to lawsuits from several creditors.  Delafrange had invested 
over $900,000 of his own money into Panther Mountain in hopes of keeping it afloat.41   
 In 2001, Panther Mountain, Inc. even merged with another company, Triton 
Trading Corp. in hopes of revitalizing Frontier Town into a year-round attraction and to 
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further develop the unused 300-plus acres.  This did not save the park either, but Triton 
invested money in stabilizing some of the buildings and paid back some of the delinquent 
sales and property taxes.  One might ask why anyone would invest in an operation that 
seems to be plagued with disaster?  Fond memories of visiting the park as a child, “and 
we were sorry to see that it was closed down,” said Triton President Bob Lancellotti.42  
In July of 2003, the Albany Times Union reported that in order to avoid 
foreclosure, Delafrange was talking with investors to help cover $304,188.41 in county 
property taxes stretching back to 1998.   He also hoped to raise an additional $400,000 to 
get the park open and running again.43  His pleas were unsuccessful, however.  In August 
of 2004, after Delafrange was unable to pay the delinquent property-tax bill of $318,000, 
Frontier Town was seized by Essex County and the contents, land, and buildings were 
sold at auction in October.  Frontier Town was sold in two parcels, with the sales making 
slightly less than the $350,000 in back taxes, penalties, and interest accumulated since 
1998.44  Since then, nothing has been done with the land. 
So how and why, after several decades of great success, did Frontier Town slowly 
meet its sad fate?  Several reasons come into play in this situation.  For one, the 
construction of the Adirondack Northway in the 1960s had a huge effect on travelers’ 
itinerary, and consequently on the little towns that are settled along Route 9.  Before the 
Northway, a trip from Albany to the Canadian border required a trip up Route 9, which 
took four hours.  As families made the trip, the travel time to and from was just long 
enough to require a stay at one of the family-owned motels or campgrounds along the 
way and several stops at local eateries.  A journey up or down Route 9 was a vacation in 
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itself, as themed motels generally had pools and activities for children and were situated 
near local attractions.  Families made adjustments in trip schedules to allow time to enjoy 
the independently-owned attractions.  When the Northway was completed, the eight-hour 
round-trip time was cut to four hours.  With travel time cut in half, families couldn’t help 
but take the interstate.  Because the interstate route bypassed towns and shortened travel 
times, families no longer drove by local establishments and there was no longer a need to 
stay at motels and eat at local restaurants.  Towns located along Route 9 slowly lost most 
of their business.  Families were more concerned about arriving at the final destination in 
record time instead of enjoying the journey on the way to the final destination.  
Interestingly enough, advocates for the Adirondack Park and business owners along 
Route 9 foresaw this becoming a problem before the interstate was even built.  In fact, in 
1961 when Arthur Bensen was serving as Chairman of the Adirondack Park Association 
Committee, he was quoted saying that “while the Adirondack Northway could be the 
greatest blessing ever to come to the North Country, it may prove just the opposite if 
tourists should get the impression that the main purpose of this super road is to speed 
them to the Canadian border in the shortest possible time with scarcely a glance at this, 
the most beautiful part of the State of New York.”45  Local people wanted to set up 
information centers along the Northway to “prevent economic disasters to those areas 
being bypassed by the Adirondack Northway.”46  They suggested that the rest areas be 
expanded into picnic spots for travelers with informational signs about nearby scenic 
areas, tourist attractions, and historic sites.  Local citizens felt that they would be missing 
“a splendid opportunity to help the tourist really enjoy [his] time. [Also, they would] be 
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missing a bet in not making all this easily available at rest stops along the Northway.  A 
traveler expects to have it easy today.  If he doesn’t find it that way, he’ll just keep 
traveling and he won’t come back.”  They also planned on making signs that advertised 
restaurants and motels that were now located off of the main roadway.47  Frontier Town’s 
location directly off the Northway helped the theme park survive for a little while, but the 
change in travel methods and the gradual decline of North Hudson and other towns along 
the way definitely had a hand in Frontier Town’s demise. 
Another reason for the failure of Frontier Town was competition.  Attractions 
such as the Great Escape theme park, located farther south on the Northway in 
Queensbury, continued to evolve by adding bigger, taller and faster rides.  Frontier Town 
was tied to its historical period, was limited by space and strict Adirondack Park building 
regulations, and lacked the residual funding required to reinvest and build big thrilling 
rides.   
As technology has continued to expand, and the internet and gaming systems have 
become staples in the lives of children, shootouts between cowboys and Indians are no 
longer thrilling.  Kids get excited about grand theft auto and battles in foreign lands with 
automatic weapons and explorations of fantasy worlds.  It seems Frontier Town, as well 
as many other independently-owned parks in the Adirondack region, lost the attention of 
most children to 3-D television, the Internet, and home-gaming systems.48
 According to Laura Rice, a curator at the Adirondack Museum in Blue Mountain 
Lake, local attractions like Frontier Town, “are now recognized as integral to the 
                                                
47 Ibid.   
48 Kevin Harlin, “Headed to the Last Roundup?  Unless a Hero Rides to the Rescue, the Wild West Theme 
Park Frontier Town Likely Will End Up on the Auction Block,” Albany Times Union, August 17, 2003. 
84
development of the Adirondack Park as a resort area in the 1950s.”49Today, despite the 
derelict appearance of the little theme park, Frontier Town has quite a following.  The 
internet has become a place where people can reminisce about the glory days of the park.  
In particular, Steve Gross’s Frontier Town Website has become a porthole to the past, as 
people have posted memories, photos, and videos of their days at Frontier Town.  Many 
who visited the park during the summers equate Frontier Town with their childhood.  
Many feel that Frontier Town helped mold them into the people they are today.  So many 
people continued to post and comment about Frontier Town on the internet that it became 
obvious that the little park is an important piece of American history, and in 2011 the first 
annual “Frontier Town Day” was organized by the Schroon-North Hudson Historical 
Society.  It is a day when people gather to commemorate and reminisce about a place that 
so many people still hold dear.  It’s humbling to see how so many generations of people 
were greatly impacted by a little man-made place like Frontier Town.  When Art Bensen 
founded Frontier Town, he said he wanted to mix education with fun and, according to 
him, that was the difference between Frontier Town and other amusement parks.  He 
claimed he was using the Sesame Street method before it ever appeared on television.50  
Even walking through the stacks of pine needles and overgrown grass that pokes through 
the boardwalks today, it is easy to see that Frontier Town was indeed different from other 
amusement parks and why so many people felt that this place was magical.   
In the following pages, photos from Frontier Town’s heyday have been 
juxtaposed with photos that were taken of Frontier Town in May of 2011, and the 
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contrast is startling.  [Historic photos courtesy of Steve Gross’s Frontier Town Website, 
www.frontiertown.net; present-day photos were taken by this author] 
Figure 17.  Frontier Town, Expanded Original Entrance, May 2011 
Figure 18.  Frontier Town, Benson family, Original Entrance, 1954 
86
Figure 19.  Frontier Town, Prairie Junction, May 2011 
Figure 20.  Frontier Town, Prairie Junction, 1979 
87
Figure 21.  Frontier Town, Prairie Junction, May 2011 
Figure 22.  Frontier Town, Prairie Junction, Date Unknown 
88
Figure 23.  Frontier Town, Prairie Junction, May 2011 
Figure 24.  Frontier Town, Prairie Junction, Late 1950s 
89
Figure 25.  Frontier Town, Pioneer Village, May 2011.  Notice Prairie Junction in the background. 
Figure 26.  Frontier Town, Pioneer Village, circa 1954.   
Notice this photograph was taken before Prairie Junction was constructed.   
90
Figure 27.  Frontier Town, The Dunker, Pioneer Village, May 2011 
Figure 28.  Frontier Town, The Dunker, Pioneer Village, 1953 
91
  
Figure 29.  Frontier Town, Pioneer Village, May 2011 
Figure 30.  Frontier Town, Pioneer Village, 1950s 
92
Figure 31.  Frontier Town, The Dunker, Pioneer Village, May 2011 
Figure 32.  Frontier Town, The Dunker, Pioneer Village, 1954 
93
Figure 33.  Frontier Town, The Blockhouse, Pioneer Village, May 2011 
Figure 34.  Frontier Town, The Blockhouse, Pioneer Village, Postmarked August 1953 
94
Figure 35.  Frontier Town, The Rodeo Ring, May 2011 
Figure 36.  Frontier Town, The Rodeo Ring, 199251
                                                
51 Courtesy of Linda Fountain Photography 
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Figure 37.  Frontier Town, The Rodeo Ring, May 2011 
Figure 38.  Frontier Town, The Rodeo Ring, 1996-97 
96
Figure 39.  Frontier Town, The Rodeo Ring, May 2011 
Figure 40.  Frontier Town, The Rodeo Ring, 1991 
97
Figure 41.  Frontier Town, The Rodeo Ring, May 2011 
Figure 42.  Frontier Town, The Rodeo Ring, 1991 
98
Figure 43.  Frontier Town, The Rodeo Ring, May 2011 
Figure 44.  Frontier Town, The Rodeo Ring, 1993 
99
Figure 45.  Frontier Town, Cafeteria and Gift Shop, May 2011 
Figure 46.  Frontier Town, Cafeteria and Gift Shop, Date Unknown 
100
Figure 47.  Frontier Town Restaurant, 2011 
Figure 48.  Frontier Town Restaurant, 1966 
101
Figure 49.  Frontier Town, Parking Lot, 2011.  Notice the Billboard. 
Figure 50.  Frontier Town, Parking Lot, 1966.  Notice the Billboard. 
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